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More than 80 percent of the state’s school districts that hold elections are moving their polling to General Election Day in November, leaving just 70 of the 538 districts with an April 17 date for voters to give thumbs up or down on proposed 2012-2013 school tax levies and school board candidates.

Most of the districts decided to make the move on their own, but in some communities — including Burlington County’s Moorestown and Gloucester County’s Washington Township — it took the municipal governing body to override school board decisions.

Feb. 17 was the New Jersey Department of Education’s suggested date by which districts decide in order to avoid unnecessary expenses for an April election and to provide due notice to anyone interested in running then. But the number could rise as school boards that voted quickly not to move elections reconsider.

For example, the Pemberton Township School District board voted to keep elections in April shortly after Gov. Chris Christie signed legislation Jan. 17 allowing the November move. But at its February work session, the board approved putting a resolution to rescind the decision and allow a new vote on Thursday’s agenda.

Only two of Burlington County’s 39 districts are planning April elections. The other one is Washington Township at the eastern tip of the county. 
In Camden County, 35 of 36 districts made the switch, leaving only Haddon Heights in April. In Gloucester County, 22 of 27 districts have made the move, all except Delsea Regional, Franklin Township, Greenwich, Monroe and Paulsboro.

WHY HADDON HEIGHTS IS STAYING IN APRIL

Haddon Heights is the sole April holdout in Camden County because it wants to exceed this year’s budget by more than 2 percent. 
Haddon Heights Superintendent Michael Adams cited cuts in state funding, dwindling tuition enrollment from sending districts Barrington and Lawnside, and a nearly bare surplus fund as reasons that the district is going to propose a base budget at cap, which amounts to an increase of $200,575 in the local levy, plus a second question asking for an additional $314,960. 
“We have a $1.1 million deficit. We have to go over the 2 percent cap,” Adams said. 
The base levy would raise taxes for the average homeowner of a $287,887 property by $70.32 annually. The second question would raise taxes an additional $110.42 for that homeowner. 
Haddon Heights’ base budget cuts 15 staff positions, junior high and freshman sports, and elementary school band and choir. Approving the second question would restore the activities and two positions. 
To also help with costs, the district began charging student activity fees this year, Adams noted.

Districts that do not hold elections, including the county vocational-technical high schools and Camden City, which is overseen by a state monitor, are not counted.

The legislation allows districts to move elections to November and avoid having the tax levy on the ballot as long as the amount does not exceed the cap, currently at 2 percent.

Many school boards initially approached the idea gingerly, fearing that races would be politicized if candidates appeared on a general ballot. That concern was alleviated by assurances that candidates’ names would not appear under party columns.

That, together with the possibility of cutting election costs and planning a budget without having to redo it if it’s defeated, swayed most boards. The probability of greater voter turnout than the usual 10 to 15 percent in April was also a plus.

While moving elections to November still has some uncertainty, Cherry Hill School Board President Seth Klukoff said that’s to be expected. The Cherry Hill school board voted unanimously to move elections at its Feb. 14 meeting.

“You can go broke betting on the outcome of a budget election,” he said. “We’ve passed budgets in down economic years and defeated budgets in good economic years. We’ve defeated budgets well below cap and we’ve passed budgets at or near cap.

“If the governor reduces the cap, and we have to have a November vote to go above cap, that vote will be a crap shoot, just like it always has been in April.”

Districts sticking with April said they still expect to present a budget at the cap or lower.

“We will do our best to stay under cap. Our board just wasn’t ready to make the move. It didn’t want to be out front with this decision and wants to see how it works with other districts,” Delsea Regional Superintendent PieraGravenor said.

Once a board votes to move elections to November, it cannot go back to April for four years. Delsea, like Pemberton, is one of the districts where boards voted early, before there was a clear picture of how others were trending.

“It’s going to be interesting because one of our sending districts, Franklin, is also not moving, but the other, Elk, chose to move its elections,” Gravenor said.

Said Franklin Township Superintendent Thomas Flemming, “Our board felt there were too many unanswered questions. It’s taking a wait-and-see attitude.”

Flemming added that election costs did not factor into his board’s decision. He estimates the cost of the district’s April election at around $8,000.

Scott Campbell, business administrator in the Greenwich district, had no comment on his board’s decision but said it had nothing to do with Paulsboro, where Greenwich students attend high school, also being a holdout.

Calls to the Paulsboro district were not returned Tuesday.

Monroe Superintendent Charles Earling Jr. said his district also expects to present a budget that is at or under cap.

“Our board had a concern that people would think the decision would be taken out of the voters’ hands. We still want to give them the opportunity to vote — especially senior voters,” Earling said.

Gloucester County’s largest school district, Washington Township, was stalemated when its board vote to move elections to November ended in a 4-4 tie because one member was away on business. That meant the resolution was defeated.

The decision was overturned by Washington Township Council at a special meeting last Thursday.

It was a similar story in Moorestown, where the township council overrode the school board’s decision last Thursday. The school board had voted earlier to keep elections in April, but was planning to revote last Friday in light of the large number of Burlington County districts that planned to make the move.

The Moorestown council vote rendered the school board’s plan moot. Mayor John Button said the override was necessary to ward off the possibility of a significant hike in the cost of an April election — normally about $20,000 for the district — if there were fewer districts to share expenses passed along by the county.

Moving elections will not affect the timeline for completing budgets, presenting them at public hearings, and sending them to county education offices by the end of March.
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